Programme (CASP) appraisal framework for qualitative research was used to assess the quality of the papers and this was one of the outcomes. The main outcome was the percentage of the CASP criteria which were fully met for each study, and these were then grouped under journal impact factor range.
Results Forty-three qualitative research papers were appraised.
Twenty-five were in dental journals and 18 in non-dental journals.
There was a gradient in the number of studies published according to the journal impact factor, with the highest impact factor journals publishing the least qualitative research. There was a general lack of detail in reporting within the papers, with 35% of the studies providing little or no details about the analysis process, such as the stages involved or derivation of themes. Methodological rigour was considered deficient in many of the studies and in a number of areas: eg data saturation was mentioned in only 25% of studies; how contradictory data were managed was discussed in 25%; and a third of the studies gave little justification for the methods chosen.
Conclusions The quality of much of the published qualitative dental research is mediocre when assessed using the CASP framework, and several specific areas have been identified for targeting improvement, including better methodological rigour and increased detail in reporting. There were very few qualitative studies published in the higher impact journals and the researchers suggest that this might reflect the relatively unrecognised importance of qualitative research in the oral health field. However, they do also acknowledge that it could be because submitted research was not of a high enough standard to be published in these journals, given that the quality of the studies was found to be 'mediocre' overall.
This review is a useful snapshot of the quality of published qualitative dental research. With the emerging and developing nature of the field of qualitative research it will be interesting to compare these findings with those of more recent papers by repeating this exercise for literature from 2006/8 onwards. As qualitative research methodologies become more commonly used and reported, an increase in their quality is likely to be seen.
